This paper explores the education and training received by the sons of the English gentry in the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Using information from the herald's visitations of four counties, it offers quantitative evidence of the proportion of gentry children who entered university, spent time at one of the inns of court or became apprentices in London. We show that over the period there was little change in the educational destinations of gentry sons: university and apprenticeship absorbed roughly equal proportions; the inns of court slightly less. We also show that a son's position in the birth order had a very strong influence on the kind of education he received. Eldest sons were much more likely to go to university or one of the inns of court. Younger sons were much more likely to become apprentices in London -as we show, trade clearly was an acceptable career for the gentry. There is little sign of a change in the status of different educational choices in this period. Our findings confirm some traditional assumptions about the importance of birth order and normative expectations in determining the life-courses of gentry children in the seventeenth century: historians should not over-state the autonomy of elite children in deciding their futures.
and transfers between generations. As Richard Campbell's warning emphasises, the gentry in early modern England faced particular pressures and temptations when deciding on their children's education.
As well as the individual and collective well-being of the next generation, the education and training that gentry children received was inflected by conflicting concerns about preserving social status, conserving the family's lands as a viable estate, and securing future incomes.
In this paper, we examine the relationship between birth order and the education and training received by sons in gentry families in early Aristocracy, 1558 -1641 (Oxford, 1965 Linda Pollock, "Younger Sons in Tudor and Stuart England", History Today, 39 (1989), 24-5. 4 Christine Carpenter, Locality and Polity (Cambridge, 1992) , 214-20; J. T. Cliffe, The Yorkshire Gentry from the Reformation to the Civil War (London, 1969) , 83-4; Alan Everitt, The Community of Kent and the Great Rebellion. 1640-60 (Leicester, 1966) , 47. 5 Richard Grassby, The Business Community of Seventeenth-Century England (Cambridge, 1995), 143. origins of those he, like Stone, lumped among the 'pseudo-gentry'. 6 Third, how powerful were normative expectations about the way birth order shaped future life-courses? Heal and Holmes have suggested that 'there is, even in the seventeenth century, a recurrent tendency to destine the second or third son for the law, the next for the Church and the youngest for trade, a patterning that must transcend any understanding of the needs of the individuals concerned'. This emphasis on pre-determined patterns is much less visible in some recent work, which has emphasised the involvement of children in deciding on their future, in line with a wider emphasis on negotiation and agency in social relations. In her important study of early modern youth, for example, Ben-Amos suggested that parents 'attempted to arrive at some form of joint decision [with children] about their future careers' through 'assistance, encouragement, cooperation, and a good deal of persuasion'.
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The answers to each of these questions directly affect our understanding of the early modern gentry as a social group, strategies for sustaining the position of families within the elite, internal family dynamics, as well as the patterns of social mobility between the gentry and other parts of English society. Despite a number of rich and suggestive case-studies, satisfactory answers have proved hard to find beyond the level of the locality. 8 Previous studies of the education of gentry children have generally taken one of two approaches. Historians 6 The best summary is in: Brooks, "Apprenticeship, social mobility and the middling sort, 1550-1800", in Jonathan Barry and Christopher Brooks ed., The Middling Sort of People: Culture, Society and Politics in England, 1550 -1800 (Basingstoke, 1994 North-East England, 1650 -1830 (Sunderland, 1999 Mervyn James, Family, Lineage and Civil Society (Oxford, 1974) For all their many faults, the visitations offer a reasonable way to overcome the problem of defining gentility. Unlike institutional records, the gentility of the families who had their pedigrees recorded was not just self-attributed, but was tested against the view of the herald involved. 16 Where available, visitations were checked against the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford, 2004) (hereafter ODNB). All were accurate. We also checked birth order against birth year for 382 pairs of siblings for whom we had information about both. In all but 5 pairings, birth order fitted with birth year. It should be noted that the independence of both tests is dubious, as the ODNB utilised the visitations, while birth order and year were inevitably involved in the linkage process. Even when the heralds included those whose pedigree was dubious, the families were at least close enough to gentility in the present generation to see the effort as possessing some value. 19 This is still an imperfect measure, of course. Given the ambiguity of contemporary definitions of gentility, some level of uncertainty is unavoidable, and it should be remembered that gentility could encompass a wide range of levels of wealth and social position. However, it is clear that most of the families found within the visitation were gentry by any standard. Several border on the minor aristocracy, such as the Onslows of Surrey, who were baronets, and who include Richard Onslow, a staunch whig and one-time
Chancellor of the Exchequer who was elevated to the peerage as Baron
Onslow in 1716 following a long parliamentary career. 20 Others are more dubious, and achieved their gentility during the period for which we observe them. The father of the prodigious trio of George, Robert and Maurice Abbott may have had an archbishop, a bishop and a leading merchant and politician among his children, but his own claim to gentility appears more questionable. He is variously, and somewhat contradictorily, described as a merchant, a shearman and an illiterate;
while he was able to place one son with a merchant Draper, he was sufficiently financially-constrained to depend on charity to send his sons to university. 21 At the lower end of the visitations, the landed gentry blurred into substantial local churchmen and professionals. Nonetheless, the most recent and detailed study of a visitation concluded that it did offer a fair sample of the county gentry.
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The visitations tell us little about the education of children on their own. To trace children's fortunes we examined the surviving records of entrants into several major destinations known to have been popular for 19 Heal and Holmes, Gentry, ODNB, s.v. "Onslow". 21 ODNB, s.v. "Abbot, George", "Abbot, Robert", "Abbot, Maurice". 22 Ailes, "Elias Ashmole"s "Heraldic Visitacion"", 224-265.
gentry children. It is now well established that a rising proportion of gentry children attended university from the later sixteenth century onwards.
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Similarly, a period at one of the London Inns of Court was a way into a legal career and the source of a more generally applicable set of skills. 
The Education of Gentry Sons
What education did gentry sons receive in the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries? As table 2 shows, almost a third of gentry sons in our sample entered university, a London apprenticeship, or spent time at one of the inns of court. This was a high proportion, given the quality of the data involved and the alternatives that were open to gentry sons. We have no good sense of the margin of error in our data, but it is plausible that by the seventeenth century a majority of gentry sons were educated through these institutions.
The different county communities appear to have possessed broadly similar characteristics in the destinations of sons. As can seen in themselves as sons of gentlemen made up between 10 and 20 percent of apprentices from these counties over the seventeenth century. As figure 1 shows, the proportion of gentry apprentices rose to a peak in the mi of the century, before declining in the later decades to reach a level broadly similar to that found a century earlier; there is no sign of an expansion in gentry apprenticeship in the late seventeenth century as and age-specific-mortality would all affect these estimates.
population would imply that there were around 80 gentry sons a year (4,000 x 0.0 entering education or training (Stone, Crisis, 31 Legal studies at the Inns of Court often followed a period at Oxford or Cambridge: around a third of the gentry sons who entered university were later found at one of the inns of court. This was, in fact, the normal path into the law among gentlemen's sons: 55% of those who entered one of the inns of court had previously been at university (none in our sample moved in the opposite direction), a similar, even slightly lower figure, tha other studies have found. 45 Strikingly, while the universities and the inns of court were closely linked he sons in our sample who became apprentices were also fou one of those institutions.
For the sons of gentlemen, the Inns of Court served a similar purpose to the universities in combining social, cultural and intellectual
opportunities. An understanding of the law was recognised as a useful adornment for the early modern gentleman, assisting him in his priv and public roles. While for many, the Inns were no doubt little more backdrop to widening a social network and acquiring a measure of 44 Stone, "Size and composition", 35-6; Cliffe, Yorkshire, 74. 45 For around a fifth of gentry sons we can work out the age at w they left home to enter service or study. There was little difference between the those entering university or apprenticeships. Sons e university began at the youngest age: 16.8 years on average.
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Apprentices were marginally older at 17.1 years. Those entering one of the inns of court were, on average, somewhat older again, at 19.8 years,
as one would expect given that many had previously been at university.
Surprisingly, however, when gentry sons went directly to the Inns, they did so at 20.4 years old, slightly later than those who had previously been to university, who were about 19.4 years old when they arrived. Between To what extent was the education and training of gentry sons affected by their place in the birth order? Our data suggests that the ef was substantial. Table 4 breaks down the educational destinations of gentry sons according to their place in the birth order. As it shows, the eldest son got not only the majority of the land, but also the pick of the opportunities to acquire an education: overall, 18% of the eldest sons of gentry families spent some time at university, 16% spent a period at the inns of court, and 8% attended both. These figures are similar to those found for heads of families in Yorkshire and confirm Stone and Stone's finding that more elder than younger sons attended one of the universities or inns of court. 51 Indeed, rates could exceed this among some section gentry: by 1636, 55% of Somerset JPs had been to university.
While a number of historians have identified clear differences between the educational trajectory of the eldest son and heir and the remainder of a gentleman's children, there has been little work on how education and training change across the birth order more specifically. As table 4 and figure 3 make clear, the education that younger sons received was strongly shaped by the hierarchy established through the birth order.
The probability that a son would spend a period at university or one of th 50 Cf. Stone, "Size and composition", 30 who does find a rise. 51 Cliffe, Yorkshire, 74; Stone and Stone, Open Elite, 231-3. Families had favoured the eldest sons in legal training since the fifteenth century at least: Carpenter, Locality, 216. 52 Morgan, "Cambridge", 239.
inns of court fell with every step down the birth order until the third son.
Below this, the probability of sons going up to university and studying la stabilised, and eventually increased for the youngest sons, suggesting perhaps that these younger sons were pursuing occupa w tional training in the ch ing rtion of sons who we know entered the church ck laint about the 'inconsiderable assistance' given to the 'youngest sons of urch or at law, rather than a general education.
We find clear evidence of this shift in purpose if we look at the longer career paths of those sons who entered university. The proportion of sons at university who actually took a degree increased with every step down the birth order. Barely a fifth of eldest sons bothered to graduate, while over two thirds of fifth or younger sons did; the proportions tak MA degrees rose also, from 2% of eldest sons to 8% of sixth sons.
Although for the reasons discussed earlier our data on entry into the clergy are much weaker, the propo rose in a similar manner.
Conversely, if we turn to apprenticeship we find a very different story. Although Grassby has suggested that 'there was no obvious order of preference between younger sons' within apprenticeship, our figures suggest birth order was important. 53 In a direct contrast to the declining probability of entering university or the law, the chance that a gentry son would enter an apprenticeship rose smoothly with their place in the birth order. Fewer than one in twenty first sons and one in ten second sons trained for a career in business. By the time we reach the benighted sixth sons, we find that almost one in four were becoming apprentices. We la sufficient information about the occupation or potential of the positions these youths entered, but it seems likely that this also declined with birth order, and we might have some sympathy for Sir Josiah Child's comp 53 Grassby, Business community, 159.
Gentlemen' who were apprenticed to merchants and then 'left to wrastle with the world in their youth'.
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The gentry were far from an homogenous group, and this is reflected in the opportunities that they gave to their sons. If we restrict our sample to those identifiably at the upper end of county society, we do find some differences. that we used in the regression were dummy variables for the visitation sample and each individuals' period of birth divided by quarter century, their position in the birth order, and the total number of sons in the family.
The reference category is eldest sons recorded in the Surrey 1623 visitation who were born between 1600 and 1624.
Our findings support the importance of a son's birth position on the probability that he would enter each destination. In all three regressions, the son's position in the birth order had a large and statistically significant effect after controlling for differences between samples and time periods.
As can be seen, third sons were 13 percentage points more likely to enter an apprenticeship than first sons, rising to 16 percentage points for fourth sons. Conversely, the probability that a son would matriculate at university fell by six percentage points for second sons and nine percentage points for third sons compared to first sons; a similar pattern appears for sons entering the inns of court.
The regression results also show that the changes discussed earlier in the proportion of sons entering university and the inns of court over the last quarter of the sixteenth and first half of the seventeenth century were statistically significant, even after controlling for the different samples. The size of the difference between periods was sometimes smaller than might be expected from the descriptive statistics, however, and the variation in the proportion entering apprenticeships is only statistically significant in 1575-99: we cannot reject the hypothesis that there was no change in the proportion of sons becoming apprentices over the seventeenth century. The results also bring out the differences between the different visitations. As can be seen, some of these were statistically significant, but none were particularly large or surprising. That the largest effect was that gentry sons from Somerset were eight percent less likely to become apprentices in London than those from Surrey in many ways underlines the substantial similarity across regions; Somerset after all had its own training centre in Bristol, while Surrey included part of the metropolitan area. It seems reasonable to conclude that the experiences of gentry sons from different counties did not vary substantially. Similarly, the number of children in the family did not change the underlying picture of how birth order affected the prospects of children. If anything, having more siblings increased the probability that a son would enter university or one of the inns of court, but the effect was small.
Conclusion
The choices that families make about educating and training their children reveal much about their expectations for the future, their resources and their perceptions of the abilities, interests and opportunities of their offspring. For their children, the consequences of the education they receive are long-lasting. The investments that families make in educating and training their children are one of the key mechanisms, aside from direct inheritance, through which intergenerational transfers are made. The content and structure of the education that is given to the next generation is also a central device through which social groups shape and reproduce themselves. As we have seen, among the early modern English gentry, education and training beyond the level of the grammar school and family centred on three main institutions: the universities of Oxford and Cambridge, the inns of court and London apprenticeship. Over a third of gentry children in our sample -which perhaps equates to more than a half in reality -spent some time in at least one of these three institutions.
While there are some differences between the practices of gentry from different counties, and some fluctuations over time, the education of gentry sons followed a relatively stable form between the later sixteenth and the later seventeenth centuries. This widely-shared and persistent approach to educational choices among the gentry supports the idea that they shared at least parts of a national self-identity in this period. This gentry identity would, of course, have in turn been fostered by the experiences of education in the same limited set of institutions, and, for many, exposure to metropolitan life that this involved. It also raises some doubts over arguments that shifts in inheritance practices, particularly the increasing popularity of strict settlements, produced a profound shift in the prospects of younger sons -although this could, of course, have become manifest later in their lives. 55 Two findings stand out from our evidence. First, the strong appeal of an apprenticeship in London as a way to give gentry sons a start in life.
Almost as many gentry sons became apprentices as studied at Oxford or Cambridge. Apprenticeship was somewhat less common among sons from families in the upper reaches of the gentry, but it nevertheless remained an option taken up by more than one in seven sons. Second, the education and training of gentry sons was strongly influenced by their place in the birth order. It was not just that eldest sons were given more opportunities than their younger siblings. Every step down the birth order reduced the likelihood of a university education and increased the odds of being consigned to an apprenticeship. For younger sons, education of all kinds was perceptibly more of a matter of training for a future career than it was for their eldest brothers, and expectations varied between younger children. The youngest of younger sons was treated quite differently to the second or third son. 56 While we can say only a little about what happened to them after they began their education, the rising proportions of younger sons who crowned their university education with degrees or entered the church suggests that Thirsk's conclusion that the 'habit of working for a living was not ingrained in younger sons of this class'
ignores the behaviour of a significant share of gentry sons who recognised the importance of making their own way in the world.
The influence of birth order on education did not preclude choice, of course. Some eldest sons became apprentices, just as some fifth sons went to university. Contemporary letters and diaries show that some families did put considerable effort into deciding exactly which path a child should take, and within university, law or apprenticeship there was much possibility for families to shape the educational experience to their sons' interests and abilities. But the probability that the son of a gentleman would pursue one of the three educational options we have discussed varied in a systematic manner with their position in the family: the broad parameters of how education and position should be matched were relatively clearly and consistently shared across gentry society.
In addition to reflecting the smaller share of the patrimony available to younger sons, these norms were, most likely, a response to the relative probabilities of inheritance and the necessary preparation of children for the position of heir. With levels of mortality high, there was a reasonable chance that a second son might inherit, and a family would be disadvantaged if he was not prepared to replace his elder brother. Further down the birth order, the probability of inheritance declined and attention shifted to alternative means of earning a living. Thus, if our findings on apprenticeship suggest that early modern gentry were somewhat warmer towards business than has often been assumed, the implication of the importance of birth order is more traditional: for gentry sons, social norms
and Inheritance, ed. Jack Goody, Joan Thirsk and E. Thompson (Cambridge, 1976), 343-5. about the birth order and inheritance were of fundamental importance.
The opportunities they would receive were the product of the accident of the order of their birth as much as of their abilities. The composition changes as the number of companies in the dataset grows over the period as record survival improves (rising from 8 companies in the 1570s to 62 in the 1690s). We therefore also report the figure for a sample of 19 companies for which data survive continuously from 1600 to 1700.
Figure 2: Distribution of Gentry sons Between Destinations by Year of Birth
Note: the proportion of sons entering each destination is higher than for the full sample because some of our data on the period of birth are derived from the entry date. 
